
1

William Henry Harvey 
and his Western 

Australian 
Seaweeds

John Huisman
Curator, 

WA Herbarium
Department of Biodiversity, 
Conservation and Attractions

Western 
Australian 

Naturalists’ 
Club, Darling 
Range Branch

2025

Many thanks for the opportunity to present at this symposium, and it’s perhaps 
appropriate that the first talk is about some of the earliest discoveries of 
Australian seaweeds. I won’t be presumptuous and suggest they are the 
earliest, as I’ll not be talking about indigenous knowledge of seaweeds or the 
earlier voyages of discovery in any detail. My talk should probably have also 
been title ‘Western’ Australian seaweeds, as that is the focus of my research.



Several 
French 

‘voyages of 
discovery’, 

including the 
Recherche and 

Esperance, 
1792-3

Labillardiere
(1804-7) 
described 
nine algae, 
including 

species such 
as the bull 

kelp 
Durvillaea
potatorum

Recherche and Esperance. Before we get to Harvey, there were of course 
seaweeds collected by others. 
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Durvillaea 
potatorum
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Acetabularia 
caliculus
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Some algae 
collected by 
Archibald 
Menzies in 
1791 and 
later by 

Robert Brown, 
who was the 

botanist 
accompanying  
Flinders during 

1801-3

Dawson 
Turner 

described 
these algae, 
55 species 
including 
several 
iconic 

species such 
as 

Hormosira
banksii

Discovery and Investigator. Before we get to Harvey, there were of course 
seaweeds collected by others. 
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Some algae 
collected by 
Archibald 
Menzies in 
1791 and 
later by 

Robert Brown, 
who was the 

botanist 
accompanying  
Flinders during 

1801-3

Dawson 
Turner 

described 
these algae, 
55 species 
including 
several 
iconic 

species such 
as 

Hormosira
banksii

Hormosira
banksii

Hormosira banksia, as Fucus banksii
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Fucus peniculus
now Acetabularia 

peniculus

This is the type specimen of Fucus peniculus, collected at King George Sound 
in south-western Australia. Turner’s illustration, and the species as it’s found at 
Shark Bay.
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Ecklonia radiata

8



Johann August Ludwig 
Preiss

Lived in the Swan River colony 
from December 1838 to January 
1842, making a large collection 

that included  about 3000-4000 
species, from an area extending 

from about 100 km north of Perth 
south to Albany and east to the 

vicinity of Cape Riche. More than 
80 new species of algae.

‘Mad’ King Ludwig of Bavaria
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Caulerpa
cylindracea

Caulerpa cylindracea, which has been treated as C. racemosa but is now 
regarded as a separate species.
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Struvea plumosa

Struvea plumosa, common just below low tide on rocky shores
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Bryopsis foliosa

Struvea plumosa, common just below low tide on rocky shores
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Hymenocladia 
dactyloides

Hymenocladia dactyloides, epiphytic on the seagrass Amphibolis
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William Henry 
Harvey,

Irish Botanist

Visited Australia in 
1854-1855, arriving in 

Western Australia 
where he made 

collections from the 
Fremantle region and 
the south-west coast, 

before moving to 
Victoria, Tasmania and 

New South Wales. 

“exploring the 
natural history 
of the southern 
coasts of that 

continent … and 
for extensively 

collecting 
Marine Algae”

Moving to William Henry Harvey, the Irish botanist. Harvey arrived in Western 
Australia in 1854, with the express purpose of of “exploring the natural history 
of the southern coasts of that continent … and for extensively collecting 
Marine Algae”



Harvey, 1855

20,000 specimens 
during his 18 months in 

Australia. 

Harvey reported from 
King George Sound “In 

one day I collected 
and preserved 700 

specimens, some being 
new kinds”

Harvey had a set of Preiss’s algae, so he was able to compare his new 
collections
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Harvey, 1855

133 new species and 
7 new genera were 

described.
Harvey was also a 

very engaging 
writer, in a style no 

longer found in 
scientific texts. 

His description of 
the reefs of 
Rottnest…

“At every few yards, deep basin-like hollows, of greater or lesser size, 
break the surface of the reef, and afford well-sheltered nooks for a 

variety of beautiful Algae. The water in these basins is always intensely 
transparent; the bottom frequently of white sand; and the steep and 

craggy sides clothed with Algae vegetation, in which the brightest tints 
of green, purple, carmine, and olive, and the most graceful waving forms, 

are mingled in rich variety.” 

He was a very engaging writer and his memoirs and collections of letters are 
available online. Some examples regarding the reefs of Rottnest.
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Asparagopsis 
armata

“having two or three 
naked branchlets 

armed with reflexed 
prickles”….”The 

frond is … twice as 
thick as a hog’s 

bristle”

Asparagopsis armata, currently the topic of much research 
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Inch the width of a human thumb, decreed by King Edward II in 1324 to be the 
length of three grains of barley, dry and round, placed end to end, lengthwise.
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Haliseris pardalis, 
now known as 
Dictyopteris

australis

“a beautiful and 
distinct species, 

elegantly marked in 
dotted lines like a 

leopard’s skin”

Asparagopsis armata, currently the topic of much research 
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Caulerpa geminata,
currently a 
synonym of 

C. sedoides, a 
Turner species
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Halymenia
kallymenioides, now 

in Cryptonemia

22



Horea 
halymenioides, now 

in Gloioderma
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Martensia
denticulata
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Kallymenia cribrosa, 
now in Leiomenia

“A very remarkable 
species, elegantly 
perforated, like an 

Agarum”
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Hennedya
crispa,

A new genus and 
species
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Griffithsia monilis
“resembles beautiful 

strings of ruby-
coloured beads”
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Cruoria australis, 
now in Rhodopeltis, 

originally thought to 
be a ‘parasite’ on 

Amphiroa australis
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Sarcomenia
hypneoides, 

now in 
Platysiphonia

“gray and 
iridescent when
living, but turn a 
brilliant rosy red 

after a few 
minutes’ exposure 

to the air” 
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Penicillus 
nodulosus

Recorded by 
Harvey as P. 

arbuscula?, noting 
“abundant on 
shallow, sand 

covered reefs at 
Rottnest”. Not seen 
at Rottnest since, 
the most southern 
off Cervantes (c. 

200 km north)
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Shameless plug! 
0ver 640 species 

illustrated 
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Five 
volumes 
1858-63

300 spp

On his return to Dublin Harvey embarked on his most significant contribution, 
Phycologia Australica, with 300 species of Australian seaweeds illustrated with 
beautiful colour plates. You can see here Harvey’s qualifications….
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Claudea elegans, 
from Harvey’s 

‘Phycologia
Australica’

Claudea elegans, with its stunning net-like thallus



Helminthocladia 
australis

Harvey continued to describe new species, this is Helminthocladia australis.
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Platythalia
quercifolia

Other examples: Platythalia quercifolia.
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Caulerpa 
scalpelliformis

Other examples: Platythalia quercifolia.
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Six volumes 1984-2003
1137 spp.

H.B.S (Bryan) Womersley 
(1922-2011)

No
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From Harvey’s ‘Phycologia
Australica’

Distributed as Halimeda 
macroloba, but subsequently 
placed in H. cuneata, a South 

African species

Harvey distributed numerous sets of specimens as his Algae Australicae
Exsiccatae.
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Halimeda cuneata (or is it?)

Australian species placed by Womersley in Halimeda cuneata, a South African 
species
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J.Agardh (1887) described 
Halimeda versatilis based on a 

Harvey specimen

Except molecular analysis shows it to be separate to the South African 
species. J. Agardh in 1887 described the new species based on Harvey 
specimen from Cape Riche
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Harvey described 
22 species of 

Callithamnion and 
2 species of 

Corynospora, but 
several have 

remained poorly 
known and, as 

noted by 
Womersley 
(1996: 233), 
“must remain 

doubtful”.  

Corynospora
gracilis

Now to a subject dear to me, the ‘fuzzy red algae’. We have embarked on a 
study to finally, after nearly 170 years, try and give these species a home.
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Recent collections 
from Cape Peron, 
just south of the 

Garden Island type 
locality match 

Harvey’s collections. 
Unfortunately, they 

are not sexually 
reproductive, but 
have distinctive 

two-celled 
propagules, pointing 

to the genus 
Guiryella

A major problem is that many Harvey specimens in this group are sterile and 
cannot be easily characterised. Plus we have limited access to type material, 
so there has been some detective work. Harvey specimens in Dublin are not 
available for loan, but other herbaria hold duplicates.
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Corynospora
australis, common 

at Nornalup 
Estuary on the 
south coast of 

Western 
Australia
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Coryonospora
australis is currently 

included in 
Mazoyerella, after 

being placed in 
Monosporus and 
Neomonospora.  

Collections from 
Nornalup match 

Harvey’s collections. 
And are sexually 

reproductive, pointing 
to Desikacharyella. 

Is it actually different to Corynospora gracilis. Thankfully a Harvey specimen in 
MEL has propagules. Has a secondary pit connection forming 
between the lower end of the involucral filament arising 
from the hypogenous cell and the subhypogenous cell 
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Then things get a 
little more 

complicated…

Specimens can be of limited value, so we need to take in all information and 
make a call
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Callithamnion 
crispulum, on 

shaded rock  at 
Cape Peron, south 

of Perth 
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Callithamnion 
crispulum, recent 
collections with 

tetrasporangia and 
octosporangia.

Slide material prepared by Bryan Womersley in the South Australian 
Herbarium. Tetrahedral tetrasporangia, becoming octosporangia
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Callithamnion 
scopula, from 

“crevices of rocks, 
at half-tide, 

Rottnest” 
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Callithamnion 
scopula, recent 

collections.
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Callithamnion 
multifidum, on 
exposed sand-

covered rock at 
Cape Peron, south 

of Perth. 
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Callithamnion 
multifidum, very 
distinctive as it 

accumulates sand 
grains. Harvey 
(1855) noted 

“generally buried in 
the sand, the 

grains of which 
adhere closely to 
the filaments”. 
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Anotrichium
thyrsigerum, 
previously not 

recognised as a 
distinct species
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But not 
everything can 

be a Harvey 
species.
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An unusual 
species, possibly a 

Ptilothamnion, 
with female, male 

and tetrasporangia 
on the same 

thallus.
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Seirospora
decipiens, on 

shaded rock  at 
Cape Peron, south 

of Perth
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Seirospora
decipiens, never 

found reproductive
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Final placementCurrent name (if different)Harvey species

Desikacharyella australisMazoyerella australisCorynospora australis

Guiryella gracilisAnotrichium gracileCorynospora gracilis

Aglaothamnion scopulaSpongoclonium scopulaCallithamnion scopula

Pleonosporium crispulumCallithamnion crispulum

Pleonosporium perpusillumCallithamnion perpusillumCallithamnion pusillum

Callithamnion cliftoniinom. illeg.Callithamnion multifidum

Callithamnion debileSpongoclonium debileCallithamnion debile

Anotrichium flabelligerumTaxonomic synonym of Anotrichium
licmophorum

Callithamnion flabelligerum

Anotrichium thyrsigerumAnotrichium tenue var. thyrsigerumCallithamnion thyrsigerum

Spermothamnion cymosumSpermothamnion cymosumCallithamnion cymosum
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Thanks to collaborators Heroen Verbruggen and Gary 
Saunders, and the staff of the Western Australian 

Herbarium. Thanks also toJohn Parnell and Jackie Stone 
(TCD), Jo Wilbraham (BM), Pina Milne and Nimal 

Karunajeewa (MEL), and Carolyn Ricci and Bob Baldock 
(AD) for providing specimens, images and advice. 

Australian Biological Resources Study (Activity ID 4-
G046WSD). 
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And of 
course…W.H.Harvey

(1811-1866). 

In his lifetime he 
described over 800 

species and 75 
genera of algae.
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